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above-the-head
utopian technology
dystopian technology
ambivalent hybridity

behind-the-back
side effects
background conditions
technical determinism

before-the-eye
guidance

persuasion
identiication

to-the-hand
coercion

mediated gestures
subliminal affect

(Serving Suggestion)
How to use this Product Impact Tool Sheet 
in your Design Process:

Analysis:
Take the product or service that you want 
to analyse in your mind. Then, go around 
the four quadrants of the tool and write 
down if and how your product or service 
influences the user through the described 
effects (normally, products have multiple 
effects).

In a second step you can determine which 
effects have the most influence

Ideation & Synthesis:
First, use your imagination to generate 
many ideas.
Categorise: Take your most interesting 
ideas and place them in the appropriate 
quadrant.
Exaggerate: Choose one idea and try to 
overdo it in its own category.
Transfer: Try to alter the idea in such a 
way that its major effect is in one of the 
other quadrants.

?
your 
subject 
here
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In order to design good, useful, user-friendly products, it is im
portant to understand user 

needs and characteristics. But, equally im
portant is to see how

 technologies shape and 
transform

 user needs and behavioural routines. To im
prove usability, the focus m

ust not 
just be on user needs, but also on how

 products guide and change people.

Exam
ples of user guiding design

The pitched roof of the 
trash bins at D

utch railw
ay 

stations prevents people 
from

 leaving rubbish on 
top of the bin, and guides 
them

 tow
ards desired use 

(the cup on the roof in the 
picture is a trick).

If this extraordinary curve 
in this bicycle lane in Paris 
m

akes you sm
ile, it m

ay 
also suddenly m

ake you 
aw

are of the great extent 
our everyday m

ovem
ents 

are guided and constrained 
by technology.

The usability of this rem
ote 

control is aw
ful. U

sers w
ere 

even confused about w
hich 

side w
as the front.  

The sticker (taken from
 a 

piece of fruit) at least solves 
this problem

 by guiding users 
w

hen picking it up.

The reconfiguration of behavioural routines and preferences by technology is an 
im

portant topic in the philosophy of technology. To date, design practice has m
ade 

little use of this know
ledge. The Product Im

pact project therefore investigates how
 

know
ledge of behaviour changing effects of technology can be integrated in product 

design. Can Product Im
pact know

ledge help to anticipate and avoid use problem
s? Is 

it possible to design products that deliberately guide and change user behaviour? It 
is also explicitly part of the project to consider the ethical dim

ensions of this view
 on 

technology and the profession of design.

G
oals

The Product Im
pact project aim

s to im
prove understanding of how

 users change in the 
process of interaction w

ith products, and to integrate this know
ledge in design practice, 

by m
eans of a Product Im

pact Tool. In this w
ay the study contributes to im

proved 
understanding of hum

an-technology interaction and the practice of design for usability.

Results
The Product Im

pact research has resulted in papers and publications on relevant theories 
about product im

pact and usability, on changing hum
ans and society in the history of 

design, and about analysing the ethical aspects of behaviour changing technology. The 
Product Im

pact Tool, translates this research to practice by offering of a m
odel for fram

ing 
different types of product im

pact, and a form
at for organising a Product Im

pact Session.

Innovation
The Product Im

pact project com
bines know

ledge from
 philosophy and behavioural 

sciences w
ith engineering and design in an innovative w

ay. In engineering technology 
is usually considered as an instrum

ental m
eans to fulfil hum

an needs. In philosophy 
and social sciences technology is often show

n to change people in w
ays they had not 

foreseen them
selves. Therefore, technology changes hum

ans, and should not sim
ply be 

considered as a m
eans to fulfil needs that w

ere already there. The recom
bination of both 

perspectives is innovative and prom
ising for enhancing hum

an-technology interaction and 
usability.

Project

For m
ore inform

ation, exam
ples, publications, and contact details

check out ‘product im
pact’ on w

w
w

.designforusability.org

Product Im
pact

U
ser guiding and changing design

Steven D
orrestijn

D
esign for usability IO

P-IPCR

Product Im
pact M

odel
Product Im

pact Session

above-the-head (abstract)
utopian technology
dystopian technology
am

bivalent hybridity

behind-the-back (environm
ent)

technical  determ
ination

trend conflict/reinforcem
ent

environm
ental conditioning

to-the-hand (physical)
coercion

m
ediated gestures
sublim

inal a�ect

before-the-eye (cognitive)
guidance

persuasion
identification/lifestyle

Cognitive (before-the-eye)
Cues to the m

ind to change decisions.

Physical (to-the-hand)
Changing gestures through bodily contact.

A
bstract (above-the-head)

View
s about how

 technology drives history.

Environm
ent (behind-the-back)

Influence on users w
ithout direct contact.

Explanation 
In a Product Im

pact Session, a product is analysed w
ith the purpose 

of discovering and designing user-changing effects.

Results
 

 W
rap up

Identified effects
D

esign alternatives

Preparatory questions 
 Is the product necessarily encountered so that it can enforce behaviour? 
O

r, is it a consum
er product that can be easily avoided, and can rather 

only seduce users?
 A

re there specific behaviour goals: usability, energy-saving, social 
em

pow
erm

ent?
 W

hat are critical use actions that m
ust be avoided or assured?

A
ssess and re-design

 M
ind set:  Think the other w

ay around!
-  D

o not go from
 user needs to technical solutions, but from

 a product 
(or concept, prototype) to user guiding and changing effects.

 U
se the m

odel
- M

ake a round along the quadrants of the m
odel.

- D
o the interaction m

odes apply, and w
hat effects can be identified?

- Consider design alternatives to better guide users.
- Try changing betw

een cognitive and physical interaction.
- Try to im

prove connection to trends in the technical environm
ent.

Interaction m
ode: W

hat is the contact point betw
een technology and user?

Exem
plary influence:  W

hat kind of effect does the technology have on users?




